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Participation in online fandoms of popular culture has become today a mainstream activity, receiving much 
scholarly and industry attention. This attention has been both positive and negative, at certain times praising the 
enthusiasm and innovation of fans, while at other times criticizing toxic practices deemed disruptive and destructive. 
This paper reviews what is generally termed as “toxic fans,” in an effort to explicate its meaning as well as its 
underlying moral framing. Specifically, the etymology of the word toxic is considered so as to explain how it is used 
in current discourse about online fan culture. Following this discussion, it is argued that the nature of fan practices 
should be closely studied in relation to prevalent attitudes in contemporary society that are defined by fear and a 
certain “othering” of the online fanatic. Finally, the ambivalent nature of the word toxic is discussed in relation to 
the antagonism usually observed in producer/fan relations as these are conducted in online spaces.  
 




In the past decades, fan engagement with popular culture has become increasingly 
mainstream, exiting the cultural margins it has traditionally occupied and gaining wider social 
acceptance and recognition. This mainstreaming seems to be a result of the digital possibilities 
that have expanded fan networks, making it possible for fans to commune in unprecedented 
ways. For instance, in 2019 the fanfiction platform Archive of our Own won a Hugo award, a 
recognition of fan talent online. Worldwide audiences of the Norwegian web series Skam relied 
on passionate fans to subtitle the series in English since the broadcaster NRK was unable to; 
Britney Spears fans founded the #freeBritney grassroots movement to protest the conservatorship 
arrangement she was allegedly forced into, gathering outside court hearings to lend their support; 
K-pop fanatics made headline news for their activism in social media, for example, by flooding 
the white supremacist hashtags on Twitter in order to disrupt their online presence, or by 
spamming a digital birthday card meant for Donald Trump.1 As William Proctor argues, online 
participation has fostered a new kind of visibility since “the migration from the (analogue) 
margins and into the (digital) mainstream has exposed the various operations of fan cultures to 
the larger online public” (1124). 
The visibility afforded by online platforms has been further facilitated by industry actions 
designed to harness fan activity for commercial benefits as the fanatic audience will spread the 
word about their object or subject of affection as well as consume related merchandise. As Matt 
Hills explains, in Fan Cultures, the fans are understood as ideal consumers, eager, and stable, 
since “part of the active fan identity is intense consumption” (5). Given this, Sara Gwenllian 
Jones observes that television series, especially since the 1990s, are produced and marketed with 
                                                 
1 See Romano “The Archive of Our Own Just Won a Hugo”; Leszkiewicz; Greenspan; Coscarelli.  
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a fanatic audience in mind as it is believed that a “thriving fan culture can ensure a high public 
profile for a series that might otherwise quickly vanish” (166). For instance, Sarah Barnett 
president of BBC America states that it is imperative for television networks today to create 
fandoms. She states, “[t]hat’s what we think is increasingly important for our business. Not just 
having a shallow breadth of viewers but actually having a really deep, passionate fanbase” (qtd. 
in Koblin).  
Although the attention given by the television industry to fan bases has certainly increased, 
participatory culture is not, for the most part, determined by corporate mandates. This means that 
fan actions are independent and might prove positive or negative, peaceful or volatile. For John 
Fiske, “[t]here is a constant struggle between fans and the industry, in which the industry 
attempts to incorporate the tastes of the fans, and the fans to ‘excorporate’ the products of the 
industry” (47). For instance, during the broadcasting of the last season of Game of Thrones, fans 
became frustrated with how the story developed and reached its conclusion. As reported by 
Amanda Bell, their complaining progressively intensified with such instances as a coffee cup 
accidentally left in a shot, problematic dialogue exchanges concerning sexual assault, and a 
cinematographically challenging episode becoming central points of contention. The penultimate 
episode led fans to “google-bomb” the two showrunners, David Benioff and Daniel Bret Weiss, 
so that their picture would be the first result when someone googled “bad writers.” Additionally, 
thousands of fans signed an online petition demanding a remake of the final season written and 
produced by different showrunners. In examples like these, the struggle and the 
interconnectedness between the industry and the fanatic audience that Fiske describes become 
evident. The fanatic audiences’ intense and aggressive participation in this media experience, 
however, is bound to strike the general audience as disproportionate and unwarranted. This leads 
to negative characterizations of the popular culture fanatic, characterizations that are cultivated 
and sustained by the way the media will report on such incidents as evidence of toxicity in 
contemporary online culture.   
This paper reviews certain facets of these negative characterizations of “toxic fans” through 
an examination of the uses of the word toxic. The effort here is to review the different aspects in 
these characterizations, and note the inherent ambiguities and implicit meanings present. First, 
the etymology and popularity of the word in contemporary discourse is discussed and related to 
widespread attitudes in an online culture that are defined by mistrust and suspicion. Second, a 
key ambivalence of the word is reviewed, and it is argued that this is emblematic of the power 
struggles that usually emerge in producer/fan relations as these are conducted in online spaces. 
Finally, the specific case of Outlander is considered in relation to this antagonism.  
 
The Toxic Person/The Toxic Fan 
To understand how the word toxic is used in relation to fans, it is important to briefly 
consider its etymology. According to Lexico, “toxic” is defined as “of, relating to, or caused by a 
toxin,” “of the nature of a poison; poisonous.” Its etymology takes us back to ancient Greek and 
to words like the toxicon pharmakon “poison (ϕάρμακον) for smearing arrows,” or to the 
Medieval Latin words toxicus “poisoned, imbued with poison” and toxicum “a poisoned arrow.” 
In contemporary speech, the use of the word toxic has become pervasive—most prominently in 
expressions, such as ‘toxic leadership,’ ‘toxic masculinity,’ ‘toxic spaces,’ ‘toxic relationships,’ 
‘toxic families’—leading the Oxford English Dictionary to declare “toxic” their 2018 word of the 
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year. As explained on their website, their choice is meant to reflect the “ethos, mood, or 
preoccupation of the passing year, and have lasting potential as a term of cultural significance” 
(NA “Word of the Year 2018 Is . . . ”). 
What should be observed here, however, is that the contemporary use of the word toxic is 
often general and its meaning is assumed evident and without need for explication. Although this 
assumption is certainly valid, the repeated and generalized use of the word obscures an 
etymological shift that has taken place in contemporary discourse. The meaning of the word, to 
poison with an arrow, that is, to target someone with an explicit aim to kill or incapacitate differs 
from its current use. Following the etymology, it is the substance that is toxic not the person, 
their behavior, or the relationship. It is an external toxin used to harm another person. In many 
contemporary writings, however, it is no longer the case that an individual will employ a poison 
to harm their target. Rather, someone’s actions or the emotions experienced or types of character 
are now understood as poisonous. This is an important shift; as it is human nature itself, in the 
manifestation of action, behavior, personality, and emotion that is now viewed as noxious.2 The 
word seems to have become symbolic of a certain cultural malaise, where people, identities, and 
communication are seen as harmful; and the media fanatic, obsessed with popular culture, seems 
ideal for this perspective. 
Negative characterizations of fans, however, are neither recent nor surprising but, in fact, 
precede online environments. As Henry Jenkins argues, these characterizations are tied up to the 
very definition of the word since “fan” is short for “fanatic,” initially, one who belongs to the 
temple, a devotee; and it is also a term linked to behavior resulting from possession by a deity or 
a demon (13). As such, even etymologically, the fan is understood as someone whose very 
nature may be deviant, or toxic, and according to Jenkins, it is this conception that is mostly used 
in the media: “[b]uilding on the word’s traditional links to madness and demonic possession, 
news reports frequently characterize fans as psychopaths whose frustrated fantasies of intimate 
relationships with stars or unsatisfied desires to achieve their own stardom take violent and 
antisocial forms” (13). For many scholars, this negative framing of fans persists today because of 
the visibility gained in online spaces. According to William Proctor and Bridget Kies, “the 
‘mainstreaming’ of fan cultures since the turn of the millennium has granted new possibilities, 
affordances and greater popular press attention to broader discursive and ideological conflicts 
within audiences and fan communities, especially on social media” (129). Such media attention 
will frequently “‘cherry-pick’ social media utterances as clear evidence that there is a rising 
toxicity” (129).3 It should be noted, however, that the choice of the word toxic to describe fan 
online activity is aligned with how the media will report on all volatile online occurrences. As 
Sarah Jeong writes, “[s]o much of the Internet is garbage, and . . . in recent years, the garbage 
disposal has broken down. The social media companies have a harassment problem” (6). For 
                                                 
2 In scrutinizing the etymology of the word, it is observed that in ancient Greece the word pharmakos also meant 
scapegoat. According to Walter Burkert, the pharmakos, usually someone seen as repulsive, a cultural or social 
“other,” would be sacrificed or chased out of town in cleansing rituals (65). As Todd Compton explains, in Victim of 
the Muses, the pharmakos “was a human embodiment of evil who was expelled from the Greek city at moments of 
crisis and disaster.” The pharmakos was seen to be potentially destructive as well as healing for the city, an 
ambivalence that will be discussed later in this article. For Compton, there is an evident Dionysian element in this 
description, linking to ecstatic states and divine possession at the moment of the pharmakos’s expulsion from the 
city. In many ways, this description points to much earlier uses of the word in relation to human nature, albeit in a 
very different context since the pharmakos held a particular place in social and religious practice.  
3 See, for example, Coffin; Guth; Hunt; Purdom; Riter; Rosenfield; Spencer.  




Jeong, it is this harassment problem that has received most attention from the media “because it 
is the most public, visible, and archivable. And as tech companies fail to address the problem to 
everyone’s liking, the problem looms ever larger in the public imagination” (6). Following this 
metaphor, the media will report on social media activity consistently using the word toxic to 
signal the polluted and poisonous conditions of online culture. Although the framing and level of 
analysis varies in such reports, the word choice remains the same: social media and their users 
are toxic.4  
This conception is also evident in Adrienne Massanari’s work, where she defines “toxic 
technocultures” as the noxious cultures enabled via “sociotechnical networks,” such as Reddit, 
Twitter, and 4Chan (333). In such environments, harassing behavior, either direct or indirect, is 
actively rewarded through the structures of the platform itself and survives due to little 
accountability and a prevalence of anonymity. For Massanari, harassment and trolling are toxic 
actions and a toxic space is one that enables and fosters such modes of behavior (333). 
Massanari’s use of the word toxic has been incorporated in fan scholarship, especially, in recent 
research that examines toxicity in fan/producer conflicts online. For instance, Proctor views toxic 
fan practices as a sub-category of toxic technocultures and explains that the proliferation of 
social media “has opened up a new series of debates hinged on the performances and behaviours 
of fans that have been viewed by mainstream commentators, especially journalists . . . as 
confrontational, unacceptable, and indeed, toxic” (1124). Proctor, in his work, details how the 
Ghostbusters fandom resisted the release of the 2016 reboot, observing how a fraction of fans 
was able to utilize social media to orchestrate “a cultural firestorm” that was reported by the 
media due to its vitriolic character (1112). This attack seemed to be aligned with the alt-right 
movement and targeted actress Leslie Jones, who was bombarded with misogynist and racist 
tweets, leading Twitter to take action against the harassers. Following Twitter’s intervention, 
Jones’s personal website was hacked and her personal photos and information leaked online.5 
Unavoidably, these actions brought the fan base into a collision course with the reboot’s creative 
team and, especially, director Paul Feig, who commented that fandom is “home to some of the 
biggest assholes I’ve ever met in my life” (1112).  
For the news media, it is such examples that lead them to describe fan culture as toxic. 
Indeed, for any casual observer, the harassment Jones suffered and Feig’s harsh response are 
indisputably toxic. Yet, such negative conceptions of others should be placed within a wider 
social and cultural context of thought. For, the recent tendency to use the word toxic to describe 
humans themselves is not just specific to fan culture, but indicative of the way we understand the 
world around us and, especially, other people. As Frank Furedi argues, in his article 
“Confronting the New Misanthropy,” “[n]ot since the Dark Ages has there been so much concern 
about the malevolent passions that afflict humanity.” This, he suggests, leads us to see the world 
and others with suspicion: “[h]uman relations come with health warnings. We don't simply 
pollute the environment, it seems, but also one another. We talk about ‘toxic relationships,’ 
‘toxic parents,’ and ‘toxic families.’” Underneath this particular framing, Furedi identifies a 
moral impulse and a shifting of our assumptions about the world around us. As explained, in his 
book Culture of Fear Revisited: Risk-Taking and the Morality of Low Expectation, “[t]he 
                                                 
4 See, for example, Bass; Caffier; Davis; Feiner; Good; Guynn; Lapowsky; Manegus; Romano “Logan Paul, and the 
Toxic YouTube Prank Culture.”  
5 For a timeline of these attacks, see Silman. 
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reinterpretation of human relations as toxic suggests that it is driven by a moralizing impulse”; 
we do not pollute the environment anymore but each other, and the expectation of harm and 
defilement become ordinary (46-47). In this conception of the “toxic human,” Furedi observes a 
rising misanthropy, where irrational passions are assumed to deterministically control behavior. 
This misanthropy, and the use of the word toxic in relation to human nature, is a consequence of 
what he describes as the culture of fear, that is, the generalized atmosphere of fear we experience 
today, which has a free-floating character, is media dependent and shapes our perception of other 
people (4). Following his thinking then, it makes sense that we move from the original definition 
of the word, from people using poison with an intention to harm to people being the poison 
themselves.  
This conceptualization is evident in the way fans are understood by both the media and 
society. Joli Jenson relates such fan characterization with critiques of modern life and argues that 
the obsessed fan “invokes the image of the alienated, atomized ‘mass man’; the frenzied crowd 
member invokes the image of the vulnerable, irrational victim of mass persuasion. These 
assumptions—about alienation, atomization, vulnerability and irrationality—are central aspects 
of twentieth century beliefs about modernity” (14). The advance of modernity, it is feared, will 
mean further social fragmentation while the mass media will come to construct our sense of 
reality. Most significantly, the gradual breaking down of communities means for critics of 
modernity that individuals become increasingly susceptible to irrational appeals: “[t]his 
conceptual heritage, which defines modernity as fragmented, disjointed mass society, is 
mobilized in the two images of the pathological fan,” of the obsessed loner and the hysterical 
crowd, who will fall prey to corporate interests due to their intense passion for popular culture 
products (15). In this context, Jenson argues, the building of fan communities is not a random 
occurrence but a symptom of social dysfunction, “[o]nce fans are characterized as deviant, they 
can be treated as disreputable, even dangerous ‘others,’” separate from “us” who have somehow 
managed to maintain our rationality (9). For Jenson, such a critique highlights a fragmented 
society and a fragmented individual who is drawn to fandom as a means of psychological 
compensation; “an attempt to make up for all that modern life lacks” (16).  
If the above connection is valid, then, the way we view fans is not solely dependent on 
examples, such as the hostile response to the Ghostbusters reboot. In fact, it is our overall 
understanding of who and what a fan is that marks them as a toxic “other.” It is for this reason 
that Proctor, in reviewing the Ghostbusters example, is careful to distinguish between an 
aggressive behavior within the margins of debate and threatening actions; it is these latter ones 
he insists that should be properly described as toxic (1127). Fans will participate in passionate 
debates and resist creative choices in extreme ways, but whether this is indeed toxic or simply a 
matter of fan resistance within the wider context of fan participation requires careful delineation. 
According to Proctor, although the media described fan attacks of the Ghostbusters reboot as 
toxic, his research shows that a portion of the fan base’s criticism had better be described as 
totemic nostalgia, “a type of fan protectionism, which is not toxic, centered on an affective 
relationship with a fan-object, usually forged in childhood. As a result, a totemic text becomes 
profoundly enmeshed as a resource of meaning-making, of self-identity, self-narrative and self-
continuity” (1122). In other words, part of the fan base’s hostile reaction has more to do with the 
personal meaning that this franchise holds for them rather than any other reason; a distinction 
that necessitates an examination that does not condemn all and any negative fan action as toxic. 




For Proctor, the release of a new Ghostbusters film, and one which wipes the slate clean through 
the process of rebooting, threatens the sanctity of the totemic object and, by extension, the 
memories associated with such an important and fundamental aspect of growing up. Yet this 
kind of performative protectionism was singled out for opprobrium and mocking by news media 
and industry stakeholders, including director Paul Feig (1118). 
The clarificatory work needed here is not so that the harassment (or criminal activity) can be 
excused or forgiven, but to point out the complex layers of fandom participation that are often 
masked under the use of the word toxic. Such distinctions are lost if we establish an a priori 
labeling of all fan actions as suspect, and the fan as a cultural “other.” As Furedi insists, “[t]his 
misanthropic tendency to define a growing range of experiences as potentially abusive represents 
an important condemnation of the human condition . . . . Like the old-fashioned religions which 
declared that we were all sinners, today’s culture of abuse contends that as people we are 
damaged” (91). This seems to be directly reflective of the etymological shift noted before. If 
modern life is defined by fear, mistrust, and suspicion, then the obsessed popular culture fanatic 
has become a symbol of this general malaise and their actions will be described as toxic without 
the necessary discernment.  
 
Toxic Ambivalence 
The choice of the word toxic to describe fans carries a further, albeit unintended, 
connotation. According to Antoinette Hayes and Steven Gilbert, ancient Greeks called all drugs 
and potions pharmaka, “giving no distinction between those causing harm or those used for 
treating disease” (2). It was only later that the word pharmakon became synonymous with 
poison: toxicus―that is, the poison in which arrows were dipped. According to Hayes and 
Gilbert, “[t]he Greek word for poison ‘pharmakon’ was compounded with the Greek word for 
bow, ‘toxon,’ to derive the phrase for arrow poison ‘toxicon pharmakon’” (2). For the Greeks, 
this phrase was distinct “from toxicon, which referred to any poison. The Romans shortened the 
phrase . . . to ‘toxicum’” thus using the word for arrow to mean poison (2). Therefore, when 
toxic is used as a synonym for poison, what is masked is the original definition of pharmakon, 
which is inherently ambivalent as it points to something either beneficial or harmful. 
The capacity of the word is best reviewed by Jacques Derrida in his essay “Plato’s 
Pharmacy,” where he explores a number of issues regarding written and spoken language, as 
well as modes of authority. In his essay, Derrida revisits Plato’s dialogue Phaedrus and, 
specifically, the Egyptian myth of the minor deity Theuth, who presents to King Thamus his new 
invention of writing, a pharmakon for wisdom and truth (75-76). For Theuth, this new invention 
is a remedy that will help “improve the memory of the Egyptians and make them wiser” (Naas 
7). King Thamus, however, sees this new invention as poison since, as Yoav Rinon observes, it 
will become “a means of forgetting by giving the illusion of memory and wisdom” (371). As a 
result, people will know less “because of the false beliefs which are the inevitable outcome of 
writing” (371). Following Rinon’s interpretation of Derrida’s text, it is concluded that “the 
meaning of pharmakon as poison is no less important than its opposite, because it presents the 
point of view of the other interlocutor the King” (371). Thus, pharmakon for Derrida is 
ambivalent and should be translated at the same time as both poison and remedy, good and bad, 
beneficial and harmful, depending on the different points of view: that of the King and that of the 
deity. Derrida’s interpretation offers us space to understand the roots of the word toxic as both 
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remedy and poison, depending on the perspective; according to Rinon, “when one chooses a 
single option and gives it, by definition, even a limited predominance . . . [this] becomes a 
hierarchical phenomenon” (372). Usually, the one who has authority will dictate the kind of 
meaning understood. In the case of toxic fans, it is important, therefore, to consider who is 
framing their actions as poison.  
For instance, as detailed in Kelsey Cameron’s work, in 2016, Jason Rothenberg the 
showrunner of the television series The 100 was attacked online and lost many followers after 
Lexa, one of the few queer characters of the show, was killed off in an episode. At first, 
Rothenberg was dismissive of fan reaction claiming her death was an essential part of narrative 
progression. After a massive campaign against the show and activism that highlighted how the 
killing of queer characters has long been a problematic trope in television broadcast history, 
Rothenberg apologized for his creative choice. In this particular example, fan actions escalated to 
sabotage and online harassment through posts that wished death on those who wrote or directed 
the episode—making this intensity seem “out of balance with the offenses producers commit in 
killing queer characters” (3). For Cameron, however, this antagonism should be understood in 
relation to structural forces that inform this imbalance, as it is not “just a case of fans on one side 
and creators on the other, but rather of multiple agents occupying a terrain shaped by history and 
citation and by the accumulated weight of decades of storytelling” (2). Accounting for this 
antagonism needs to consider the history of television, for example, the 1951 Code of Practices 
for Broadcasting that regulated representations of queerness, citing that “‘sexual abnormalities’ 
had to be contained and punished, often by violent death” (3). This means for Cameron that 
“queer fans who threaten violence do so on a terrain where queerness is already associated with 
violent demise” (3). Derrida’s observations about the ambivalence of the word in relation to 
perspective are clearly pertinent here. For the 1950s regulators, it was the representation of 
queerness that was toxic, a poison to social order, and their regulation the remedy; for the 
producers of The 100, it is fan resistance that is poisonous to the success and public perception of 
their work; but, for fans, standing up for queer representation, a representation that is meaningful 
and respectful, it is the producer’s work and it is television history that are clearly toxic and their 
activism the remedy. Hence, their actions are either poison or remedy depending on the 
perspective.       
 
Toxic Fan-tagonism 
To understand why this ambivalence is central to popular culture fan studies it is important to 
consider the most frequently cited cause of fan toxicity, that is, the altercations between fans and 
producers, the two sides of this equation that are most invested in the products and whose 
conflicts will usually be reported by the media as toxic. Derek Johnson describes these conflicts 
as “fan-tagonism,” that is, the persistent struggle between fans and producers that is usually 
hegemonic in kind and focuses on matters of interpretation and evaluation of the text (286-287). 
The type of conflict described here usually refers to conflicts between producers who are present 
on social media and passionate fans whose engagement leads them to vocalize complaints or 
frustrations. For the producers, this means that they will have to accept fan commentary to an 
extent, be this positive or negative, if they wish to sustain a fanatic audience. This, however, is 
not always easy since, as Hills argues in Fan Cultures, the producers will have to approach the 
fans/consumers with sufficient care: “when approaching the fan audience as a target market, the 




fan culture’s values of authenticity must be mirrored” (12). This means addressing them in a way 
that makes sense to them and recognizing the emotional significance this type of activity often 
holds. This shift in perception, according to Katherine Larsen and Lynn Zubernis, means going 
beyond top-down producing and marketing practices as these have been traditionally performed 
in the entertainment industry (150). Lucy Bennett, however, rightly observes that today social 
media allow for direct interaction between fans and producers and, as a result, “power relations 
between television networks and online audiences are also being contested and renegotiated . . . 
as viewers are able to immediately question and challenge program makers during the broadcast” 
(133). The immediacy, directness and false intimacy created by social media will, consequently, 
lead to unpleasant (toxic) interactions that showcase this “fan-tagonism.”  
Furthermore, Suzanne Scott, in her article “Towards a Theory of Producer/Fan Trolling,” 
notes that fans become angered when producers and creators “for either industrial or personal 
reasons, insert themselves into fan communities of practices or actively attempt to contain 
particular forms of fannish reading” (146). Importantly, for Scott, journalists will frame fans as 
trolls “because they have become too aggressive in their affective claims to textual ownership, 
manifested in actively attempting to sway or collectively criticize particular representational 
choices” (146). As such, the rising toxicity noted in media reports is frequently a direct result of 
this antagonism. The producers often wish to instill one particular reading of their text because 
this is the most appropriate or positive for them. Fans, however, will wish to preserve their own 
readings and to transform the content through fan fiction or fan art in ways that are meaningful to 
them. The media will usually position themselves against fans and in defense of producers. What 
is not acknowledged, in this instance, is how fan culture challenges the power dynamics between 
producers and consumers, forcing them in a new relationship where authority and control over 
the text are not as clear as they used to be.6 As Scott explains, producers and journalists, in this 
case, negate the “valid criticisms and recuperative or transformative textual practices often 
associated with fangirls and fans of color, in order to defend those that need the least defending: 
overwhelmingly white, straight, male media producers” (156), as, for instance, in the case of The 
100. For Scott, what is not acknowledged here is “the power differential between media 
producers and fans” (156); in other words, fans are positioned as toxic when their actions and 
readings do not abide by the prescribed norms that the producers wish to instill. Since the 
creative team’s very position in this hierarchy and access to the media allows them to control the 
narrative, it also enables them to control the framing of fan actions as poison and not as remedy.  
It is worth considering here in more detail the example of the television show Outlander in 
order to explain further the type of framing and power dynamics present in such instances. 
Outlander, written by Diana Gabaldon, is based on a series of books and mixes historical fiction 
with romance, time-travel, and adventure. The first book was published in 1991 quickly 
                                                 
6 Susan E. James details in her work the antagonism between the creative team of the television show Bones and its 
fandom. This is an especially interesting study since Bones was one of the pioneers of fan engagement online and as 
James explains, “[b]y exploiting fan network connectivity to exploit the show on social media, corporate 
commercialization created a window for aggressive pushback by disaffected fans organizing and weaponizing that 
same media.” The war between producers and fans escalated mostly because of a marketed storyline that displeased 
the fanbase effectively, demonstrating the different ways in which production and fans understand narrative 
progression and meaning. As it is evident in James’s study, the more the marketing emphasized this storyline and 
the creative team defended it, the more the hostilities intensified, leading to accusations by the fan base that the 
showrunner was punishing fans through the creative choices in the narrative.  
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attracting a large female fan base and in 2013 the US broadcaster Starz ordered a television 
adaptation. The intensity of the fan’s response to the show led Starz to baptize their brand 
“Obsessable” so as to mirror the type of fans they attract as well as the kind of content they 
deliver (Holloway). The Outlander fan base is predominantly female and expands across many 
different digital spaces (Vineyard). 
Over the course of its broadcast, the fanbase has received much criticism (and mockery) by 
both the creative team and the media.7 Most recently, the lead actor of the show Sam Heughan 
took to social media to voice his dismay over the actions of a fraction of the fanbase: “After the 
past 6 years of constant bullying, harassment, stalking and false narrative I am at a loss, upset, 
hurt and have to speak out. It's affecting my life, mental state and is a daily concern” (qtd. in 
Schnurr). The media have also negatively characterized the fandom for their overly critical and 
often hostile responses; for example, journalist Lynette Rice, who covers the show for 
Entertainment Weekly, accused fans of stealing the scripts from production for the sole purpose 
of criticizing them: “For as long as I’ve covered TV (22+years), I’ve never seen “fans” access 
(stolen?) scripts just to tear them apart after an episode airs. This is ridiculously unfair and 
disrespectful to ALL TV writers, not just those who work on #Outlander.”8 Maril Davis, the 
executive producer of Outlander, had to clarify that the production releases the scripts on their 
official website and fans access these lawfully. Subsequently, Rice deleted her tweet, but the 
established framing of fans as out of control is evident in her words; even this studio approved 
participation was deemed questionable. 
For a casual observer, the Outlander fandom might seem indeed toxic. As discussed earlier, 
however, there needs to be discernment between the different layers of fan participation, 
specifically, when it comes to fan-tagonism and  to the recognition of the underlying structures, 
the terrain, that inform this type of conflict. To determine this, it is worth noting the presence and 
overall stance of the Outlander showrunner, the creative voice that shapes the television product 
and establishes a mode of interaction with fans. As Hills argues, in “Sherlock’s Epistemology,” 
“[t]elevision authorship is discursively produced as a matter of creative autonomy: fan 
expectations are disregarded” and the effort will be to reinforce the boundaries between fans and 
producers by designating the showrunner as the auteur, the dominant artist and authorial leader 
in this enterprise (36). Therefore, the showrunner by their very position becomes the point of 
focus in fan-tagonism. The showrunner of Outlander, Ronald D. Moore, has had a challenging 
relationship with fans even before this show. In the early 2000s, Moore was commissioned by 
Universal to draft a new version of the 1970s show Battlestar Galactica, which had a passionate 
fan base. As John Sullivan discusses, two changes in his adaptation were greeted with hostility: a 
fan chat room was set up called “Ron Moore sucks,” where he was referred to as “MooreRon” 
and, when Moore was invited to a Galactica convention to speak about his work, he was met 
with collective boos and hisses (200). Despite this negative reception, Moore soon established 
himself as what Scott in “Steering the Mothership” terms a “fanboy auteur,” that is, a creator 
who is “one of the fans,” despite his privileged position in the creative process (48). Specifically, 
Moore’s dialogic relationship with fans was established through podcasts released by him after 
each new episode of Battlestar Galactica. These podcasts allowed Moore to present his vision of 
                                                 
7  For reports on the Outlander fandom, see Lachenal; Nikki; Reinhard; Romano, “Outlander. A Fantasy 
Relationship. William Shatner”; Poppleton; Vulpo. 
8 Lynette Rice’s post (now deleted) was accessed on November 16, 2017. 




the show and fans to observe the production process. For Charles Tryon, Moore’s podcasts 
succeeded in shaping the “interpretations of the text while continuing to cultivate a larger, more 
enthusiastic fan community” (310). As Jennifer Phillips and Katharina Freund explain, Moore 
continued this practice with Outlander, significantly relying on Terry Dresbach, his wife, and 
costume designer of the show, to exhibit his fan credentials (33). In his interviews, Moore 
highlighted Dresbach’s adoration of the books but also her watchful eye over his adaptation, thus 
making her the designated Outlander fan of his authorship. He insisted, however, that even if his 
wife openly disagrees with some of his changes in the story, “there’s a reason why we’re doing 
it,” thus legitimizing his authorial voice on the adaptation process (qtd. in Vineyard). It can be 
argued that Moore here preempts fan protesting by saying that although it is fine for fans to 
disagree, as his wife also does, the show is still his; and his adaptation choices, even if 
frustrating, are artistically sound and demand a loyal, even if critical, response.  
For Scott, however, Moore through his podcasts “collapses the functions of author and 
interpreter . . . and in so doing gets the final word in what a character was “really” thinking, or 
what “really” happened after the cutaway” (48). In short, he establishes the official interpretation 
of the story. Scott argues that this type of “paternalistic control over the transmedia text can 
make him a polarizing figure for fans,” since some may be pleased with the access acquired, and 
some may insist that the interpretation should be left to the audience independently of authorial 
intent (49). Fans, especially the more passionate ones, may wish to distinguish between knowing 
how the show is made and what the correct way of consuming it is. Moore, however, solidifies 
himself as the authority of each episode by recounting his vision, demonstrating his expertise and 
maintaining the boundaries of his authority. In many ways, Moore is there to realize his vision 
and this requires him to ignore fan input. As he explains, “[y]ou have to be willing to have 
fandom hate what you’re doing or love it and not care either way on a certain level, because you 
cannot become a slave to their emotion or their vote. It’s not a democracy, as I’m always fond of 
saying” (qtd. in Lawson). According to Moore, the fans do not participate on equal grounds, 
despite the apparent directness of social media interactions; their rightful place seems to be that 
of the passive recipient. 9  Fans are free to evaluate, but their taste in this instance seems 
inconsequential to his authorship. His attitude is aligned with the tension Rebecca Williams 
describes in how producers will both encourage and restrict fans so as to secure a fan base but at 
the same time limit its power and influence. As she explains, “in keeping with their positions as 
producers within the broadcasting field who must both protect the economic and artistic interests 
of their cultural products but who must also behave in ways expected by fans, producers/writers 
often simultaneously encourage and deny the impact of fan’s opinions and campaigns” (282). 
Moore seems to be employing this exact strategy in this case.  
One could argue that even if the television adaptation fails to meet the fans’ expectations, 
they can always return to the source material. There, however, they may come into conflict with 
Gabaldon, the author of the books. Gabaldon is very active online, frequently responding to fan 
queries and commenting on the adaptation. As Phillips and Freund observe, Gabaldon has been 
vocally supportive since the show’s premiere, positioning herself as the biggest fan, and, as a 
                                                 
9 This is also argued by Suzanne Scott, in her chapter “Authorized Resistance,” where she argues that such a 
strategy will certainly displease a fraction of fans as the “overly authorial nature of the content being provided to 
fans by Moore and his creative colleagues, though surely distributed with good intentions, potentially discourages 
(and perpetually invalidates) fans’ textual productivity” (212).  
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result, lending the adaptation “a sense of legitimacy tied to her authority as originator of the 
source text” (28). However, Gabaldon further engages with the fandom by frequently evaluating 
(positively or negatively) fan action and pointing out fan behavior that she finds inappropriate. 
For instance, she disapproves of fan fiction claiming, in a now-deleted post, “I think it’s 
immoral, I know it’s illegal, and it makes me want to barf whenever I’ve inadvertently 
encountered some of it involving my characters” (NA “Novelist Diana Gabaldon”). This 
dismissal seems to be implying that fans should be passive recipients of her words and not active 
appropriators. She is the author, and, in every sense of the word, dictates the terms of 
engagement. Fan fiction reverses this dynamic. The fan assumes an active stance by becoming a 
storyteller, rewriting their favorite parts, fixing plot holes, or creating alternative universes. In 
other words, the fan fiction author deconstructs the original text, altering the meanings and 
structures that the author originally instilled, thus enhancing their own experience in ways that 
may conflict with authorial intent or approval. Therefore, by publicly denouncing fan fiction, 
Gabaldon wishes to establish a correct manner of fan action regarding her text, which means that 
fans who wish to engage with fan fiction have to resist her requests. As such, a fraction of fans 
may be labeled as toxic since their actions disrupt traditional conceptions of authority and 
spectatorship. What is poison to Gabaldon, however, may indeed be a remedy to the fans that 
enjoy this particular type of cultural participation and textual transformation. According to 
Phillips and Freund, given this public dismissal, Outlander fan fiction is dramatically lower than 
any other show based on a book adaptation (35). This means that her particular insistence has 
been indeed successful in negatively framing fan fiction.    
Both Gabaldon’s and Moore’s positioning in relation to the fan base establishes their 
authority over the text, its interpretation, and the appropriate way of interacting with it. The fans 
that resist or protest this authority will be perceived unfavorably by those who hold authorial 
control. The media will, then, shape their understanding of the fans accordingly, as evident in 
Rice’s tweet. The different kinds of control exhibited here by agents in privileged positions 
should be considered closely before labeling all such conflict and hostility as toxic. What this 
discussion has highlighted is that fandom participation, and specifically fan toxicity, should be 
explored within a wider context of contemporary society and shifting dynamics in consuming 
practices as these are being defined in online environments. Social media allow for direct 
interaction that fosters this change and leads to unexpected results, both negative and positive. 
Thus, the more the word toxic is used, generically, to refer to all instances of confrontation and 
hostility the more it will mask underlying dynamics and succeed in promoting a fearful 
understanding of others participating in online environments and fan cultures. This is not to 
argue that all fan participation is by default positive or transformative; rather, that to gain 
understanding one must delve deeper into the nuances of such activity and participation, to 
review the terrain upon which such hostilities are cultivated and take place. As Carrie Lynn 
Reinhard argues, fandom is an activity that is “complex, multifaceted, contradictory” and, above 
all, allows members “to establish themselves as active and powerful creators and participants in a 
capitalistic system that otherwise sees them as nothing more than passive consumers” (10-11). It 
is exactly this re-positioning that needs to be explained before an action or a practice is labeled 
toxic.     
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